Abstract. Foetal 
) C17-20 lyase (Steele et al. 1976) , and aromatase (Mann et al. 1975 ). The ovine placenta is thus able to convert C21 substrates to C19 and C18 steroids, predomi¬ nantly oestrone (John & Pierrepoint 1975) . Simi¬ larly, in the goat, 17a-hydroxylase is activated by foetal cortisol (Flint et al. 1978) ; the same investi¬ gators provided evidence in the goat that the preparturient rise in oestrogens was not due to increased adrenal production of C19 precursors. In the human (Siiteri & MacDonald 1966) and in the sheep (Thompson 1973) 
Discussion
The data presented here confirm those of other workers demonstrating that the bovine placenta is able to aromatize Ci9 precursors to oestrogens in vitro both in late gestation (Ainsworth & Ryan 1966) and shortly postpartum (Pierrepoint et al. 1979) . However, we have demonstrated that the bovine placenta resembles that of the sheep (John & Pierrepoint 1975 ), but differs from that of the human (Diczfalusy 1969) in its ability to synthesize oestrogens from a C21 precursor. Furthermore, there is an increase in conversion during the periparturient period, suggesting that there is activa¬ tion of the necessary enzymes, possibly by foetal cortisol, around this time (see Flint et al. 1979 ).
There is tremendous variation in maternal plasma oestrone levels between individual cows throughout pregnancy (Thatcher et al. 1979) (Hoffmann et al. 1976 ), although Robertson (1974) has reported Oe2-cx/Oe2-ß ratios to be unity during days 240-274 and favouring Oe2-ß after day 274 in the cow.
It is interesting that there were no differences in rates of oestrogen production in late gestation compared with those at the time of induced part¬ urition. In this study there was much individual variation between samples (which were also ob¬ tained from mixed breeds), but there was no induc¬ tion of aromatase activity at induced parturition as was found in parturient sheep (Mann et al. 1975 (Robinson et al. 1971; Henricks et al. 1972; Robertson 1974; Hoffmann et al. 1977) , and it should be noted that parturition was induced by lutectomy prior to this time in the animals in this study. Oestrogen levels do not necessarily rise in cows ovariectomized in late gestation (Chew et al. 1979) or in cows with induced parturition (Garverick et al. 1974) , and it appears that such hastened parturition does not allow full and proper matura¬ tion of the placenta as witnessed by the high incidence of retained placentas in this experiment (8 
